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Each year since 1978, the Department of Agricultural Economics, UNL, has conducted a state-wide 
survey and analysis of agricultural land markets. Considerable change has occurred during that time 
span, not only from decade to decade, but from year to year—reflecting a dynamic market pattern.  The 
most recent year is certainly no exception.  
 
The February 2012 survey collected market information from a panel of some 130 reporters scattered 
across the state. Reporters are closely affiliated with the agricultural land markets in their areas, as 
agricultural real estate appraisers, professional farm managers, agricultural lenders, etc. In addition, the 
vast majority of panel members have been reporting in the annual survey for several years—thus 
providing some valuable historical context to the data and information collected.  
 
Because of the great diversity of land resources and agricultural productivity across the state, much of 
the market information is provided down to sub-state levels (See Figure 1 below for the Agricultural 
Statistics Districts).  However, it must also be noted that even these multi-county regions represent 
areas comprised of hundreds of local agricultural land markets, any of which may vary significantly from 
the values and cash rents reported for the region. Thus, these data are more valuable as general, 
benchmark measures of market conditions and basic trends. Should more specific information be 
needed pertaining to a specific land parcel, we recommend seeking the services of a certified 






Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Highlights 2011-2012 Page 2 
2012 Nebraska Agricultural Land Values 
 
 Agricultural land values shot upward over the 12 months ending February 1st, 2012, with the 
state, all-land average up 32 %. This was the largest annual increase (in both dollars and 
percentage) over the 34-year history of the Nebraska land market survey series (Figure 2. And 
Table 1). 
 Following recent years of high income levels for the crop sector culminating with record-
shattering incomes in 2011, the cropland classes reportedly experienced the largest percentage 
gains for the 12-month period. 
 The value gains reflect a market characterized by both spirited demand and very limited supply 
of offerings for sale. In essence, it has been a scarcity-driven market as of late.  
 The grazing land classes also recorded large gains for the year as the state’s cattle sector 
experienced some economic recovery following several years of poor (and even negative) 
returns. However, the percentage gains in non-tillable grazing land values lagged cropland gains 
throughout all the regions.     
 The average value of center pivot irrigated land in the East District (pivot value not included in 
per-acre value) approached $8,000 per acre, the highest average value recorded.  Center pivot 
land in the Northeast District also exceeded $7,000 per acre.  
 Reflecting the great resource diversity across the state (land quality, water availability, climate, 
etc.) the per-acre values of land vary significantly. For example, center pivot land value averages 
range from less than $2,600 per acre in the Northwest District to nearly $7,950 per acre in the 
East District, with the highest quality irrigated land recently selling for more than $10,000 per 
acre. Dryland cropland values show an even greater spread of more than seven-fold from west 
to east. In addition, the relative mix of cropland and grazing land in the all-land configurations is 
extremely variable, such that district values show nearly a ten-fold variation from western 
Nebraska to Eastern Nebraska.      
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Table 1.     Average Reported Value of Nebraska Farmland for Different Types of Land by 
Agricultural Statistics District, Feb. 1, 2011 - Feb. 1, 2012.
a    
Type of Land  
and Year 
Agricultural Statistics District  
Northwest North Northeast Central East Southwest South Southeast State
c
 
  - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Dollars Per Acre - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  
Dryland Cropland (No Irrigation Potential)  
Rptd in 2012 





























Dryland Cropland (Irrigation Potential)  
Rptd in 2012 





























Grazing Land (Tillable) 
Rptd in 2012 





























Grazing Land (Nontillable) 
Rptd in 2012 
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Gravity Irrigated Cropland 
Rptd in 2012 





























Center Pivot Irrigated Cropland
b
 
Rptd in 2012 
































Rptd in 2012 






























 SOURCE: 2011 and 2012 UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments surveys. 
b





 Three- and five- year trends in average values show wide variations across regions of the state 
as well as by land class (Tables 2 and 3).  
 The Northwest District has recorded the smallest increases over these time periods—essentially 
about half the rate of value gains in the Northeast and South Districts.  
 Regional variations are largely due to the relative cropland/grazing land mix. Non-tillable 
grazing land shows a five-year value increase of 46%, while center-pivot irrigated cropland for 
the state rose 133%.  
 The complete annual value series for the years 1978-2012 are in Appendix Table 4. 
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1 year Change 3 year Change 5 year Change 
 Dollars/Acre Percent Change 
Northwest 635 22 37 64 
North 875 24 45 71 
Northeast 4975 37 85 132 
Central 2945 35 73 113 
East 6080 31 78 116 
Southwest 1335 35 58 107 
South 3355 32 70 144 
Southeast 4280 35 71 120 
Entire State 2425 32 69 114 
a
Source:  Annual UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Surveys. 
 










Dryland Cropland     
No Irrigation 
Potential 
2485 34 72 115 
Irrigation Potential 4355 36 81 127 
Grassland     
Tillable 1010 27 56 76 
Non Tillable 585 19 30 46 
Hayland 1245 27 51 77 
     
Irrigated Cropland     
Gravity 5365 32 73 121 
Center Pivotb 5835 34 77 133 
All Land 2425 32 69 112 
a Source:  Annual UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Surveys. 
b Value of pivot not included in per acre value. 
 
 
2012 Land Value Ranges 
 
 Survey reporters provide ranges of current values to the various classes of agricultural land, 
providing a per acre value for what they consider to be high grade and low grade (Table 4).  
 The reported dollar spread between the grades is considerable, indicating that market 
participants are carefully considering differences from parcel to parcel regarding soil and water 
differences, general farmability, and other features that influence productivity and, ultimately, 
income potential.  
 The percentage value changes from previous- year levels (See recent historical series by grade in 
Appendix Table 5) for both ranges tend to follow fairly closely the rates of change reported in 
Table 1.     
 The observed value spreads between the low grade and high grade classes will often be 50 % or 
higher for a particular land class and area of the state.     
 The high range of values reported here will tend to be below the most recent dollar value highs 
reported by the media and often embellished in coffee-shop conversations. For example, there 
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have, indeed, been confirmed sales in recent months of irrigated land selling for $10,000 to 
$12,000 per acre and higher in Nebraska. However, a single sale does not set the market; and 
consequently, these values reported here are more a composite of sales activity which should 
provide a more realistic assessment.  
 
Table  4.   Average Reported Value Per Acre of Nebraska Farmland for Different Types  
        and Grade of Land in Nebraska by Agricultural Statistics District, February 1, 2012
a  
Type of Land  
and Grade 
Agricultural Statistics District  
Northwest North Northeast Central East Southwest South Southeast 
  - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - Dollars Per Acre - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  






































































































































































































  a SOURCE: 2012 UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments Survey. 
  b Value of pivot not included in per acre value. 
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Net Rates of Return to Agricultural Land 
 
In these recent times of sharply rising land values, a very crucial economic metric (indicator) is the 
market-perceived net percentage rate of return. In short, what is happening to net earnings and can 
these earnings explain the run-up of land values? Have earnings been rising in some sustainable fashion 
to drive the market or is there a speculative aspect contributing to recent value trends? 
 
Each year, UNL survey reporters provide estimates of the average percentage net rates of return for the 
three general land classes--irrigated land, dryland cropland, and grazing land. This percentage is the 
annual expected per-acre income return to the landowner (after property taxes and all other owner-
related expenses are subtracted) divided by the current average per-acre value of the parcel. In financial 
world vernacular, this is the estimated percentage rate of return on assets (ROA). Real estate appraisers 
calculate this return on income-producing property and, in the case of agricultural land appraisal, refer 
to it as the market-derived capitalization rate, since it is based upon the estimated annual net income 
flows associated with recent market sales. It is this rate that is commonly used in the income-
capitalization approach to agricultural land appraisal; and it is most typically calculated by using current 
cash rental rates and then subtracting the associated owner expenses to get a net dollar return estimate 
to compare against current value.  
 
In most instances, the 2012 reported estimates of percentage net returns are below previous year 
levels-- and lowest on record since this series was begun in 1990 (Table 5). To be sure dollar rates of 
return to land have climbed in recent years, as evident from cash rental rate series later in this report. 
But, those rate increases have not kept pace with the value run-ups.  
 
What this means is that current buyers of agricultural land are willing to accept a somewhat lower 
expected rate of return on their investment than in the past. In part this may reflect a general optimism 
of higher returns in the future that would justify paying a higher price for land today. It may also reflect 
the fact that current rates of return in alternative investments—be it fixed-rate returns on CDs or 
volatile returns in a risky stock market portfolio—do not look very enticing. But another factor is the 
dominance of active farmers in the buyer side of the market, who tend to have the resource base and 
management skills to be able to count on a somewhat higher rate of return out of a particular parcel of 
land than others.  
 
But whatever the factors behind the downward trend in net rates of return, there does come a point 
when the market dynamic realizes that the underlying income potential (in terms of both level and risk) 
does not justify bidding up current values any further. And it would appear that the current market 
values in Nebraska are nearing that tipping point, if not already exceeding that point. It is highly unlikely 
that the land boom conditions of the past few years will continue without first experiencing a time 
period of values plateauing or even declining somewhat from current highs.  
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Table 5: Estimated Annual Net Rates of Return by Type of Land and Agricultural Statistics District, 




Agricultural Statistics District  
State Ave. 
Northwest North Northeast Central East Southwest South Southeast 
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Table 5: Estimated Annual Net Rates of Return by Type of Land and Agricultural Statistics District, 




Agricultural Statistics District  
State Ave. 
Northwest North Northeast Central East Southwest South Southeast 





























































































































































































































































 SOURCE:  Historical UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments Survey series, 1990-2012. 
b
 Reporter estimates of annual net returns as percentage rates of current land values.  Real estate appraisers refer to this percentage as the 
market-derived capitalization rate. 
 
 
Factors Impacting Current Agricultural Land Markets  
 
 Reporters to the 2012 UNL survey continued to rank current commodity price levels as the 
strongest factor behind the recent land value trends (Figure 3). There is no question that income 
earnings to cropland have shot upward in large part because of high commodity prices. And 
conditions of the recent past tend to be factored into expectations for the more immediate 
future. However, as this report goes to press, the future price projections for the state’s major 
crop, corn, are down considerably from February when this survey was conducted. Time will tell 
if this element remains as strong of influence in the future.  
 Purchase of land for farm expansion is quite strong according to reporters. Given the fact that  
the majority of buyers are active farmers in combination with very limited availability of land 
parcels on the market (essentially half the historical rate),  the market is reflecting an aggressive  
pattern.  
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 For the first time in a number of years, a stronger livestock economy is entering the picture in 
2012 as a factor underlying higher values, particularly for rangeland and hayland.        
 
 
Land Market Transactions in 2011  
 
 Based on reporter details for some 630 land purchases which occurred in 2011 and considered 
to be representative of the local market conditions, more detailed resolution to actual sales 
characteristics can be seen.  
 Reflecting great diversity of land characteristics and land use, the 2011 sale parcels varied 
considerably across the sub-state districts (Table 6).  
 Across all regions of the state, the reported land purchases carried large price tags, often 
approaching $1 million or more. Even in the eastern districts, where parcels typically are 80 
acres or 160 acres, the dollar magnitude associated with these parcel sales still remain quite 
high.  
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Table 6.   Land Characteristics of 2011 Agricultural Real Estate Transactions, by Agricultural 










Pasture Per Acre Per Tract 

























































State 466 12 12 76 1,762 821,100 
SOURCE: Based on 630 transactions which occurred across Nebraska during 2011 and reported in the 2012 UNL Nebraska Farm Real 
Estate Market Developments Survey. 
 
 Despite the individual high-dollar magnitude of agricultural parcels sold in 2011, over half of 
the transactions statewide (51%) were reportedly cash purchases involving no debt financing 
(Table 7).  
 Financing configurations across regions show rather substantial variation. Yet even in the South, 
East, and Southeast regions, where the majority of purchases involved mortgage financing, the 
associated down-payment levels of 35% or more resulted in relatively modest debt exposure.  
 Bottom-line--the recent agricultural land market has been characterized by buyers who are 
financially strong. 
 
Table 7.  Types of Financing Associated with 2011 Agricultural Real Estate Sales, by Agricultural 
                Statistics District in Nebraska. 
Agricultural 
Statistics District 
Financing of Purchase 
Cash Purchase Mortgage Contract for Deed Other 
  
----------------------------------------------- Percent --------------------------------------------------- 
Northwest 75 25 0 0 
North 77 23 0 0 
Northeast 55 44 0 1 
Central 70 25 5 0 
East 43 55 2 0 
Southwest 42 56 0 2 
South 66 24 0 0 
Southeast 32 60 0 8 
State 51 46 1 2 
SOURCE: Based on 630 transactions which occurred across Nebraska during 2011 and reported in the 2012 UNL Nebraska Farm Real 
Estate Market Developments Survey. 
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 Throughout the state, active-farmers were the major buyer group in their respective local land 
markets in 2011 (Table 8). 
 In eastern Nebraska, the buyer side of the 2011 market was essentially dominated by active 
farmers. 
 UNL survey reporters frequently noted that their respective local agricultural land markets 
tended to be characterized by buyers representing larger family farm operations—often 
comprised of multiple households and multiple generations.  
 Reporters also commented that non-farm investors were interested in agricultural real estate 
purchases, but generally were not as aggressive in any bidding situation against active farmers.  
 
    Table  8.   Percent Distribution of Agricultural Real Estate Transactions in 2011 by Buyer Type, by 





Type of Buyer 















































State 77 12 6 5 
   SOURCE: Based on 630 transactions which occurred across Nebraska during 2011 and reported in the 2012 UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate 
Market Developments Survey. 
 
 
 On the seller side of the market in 2011, only 10% of the sellers of the reported sales were 
active farmers and 14% were quitting farmers (Table 9).  
 The reasons behind strong active farmer activity on the buyer side of the market apparently are 
spilling over on the seller side as well.  
 Estate settlement continued the long-run pattern of being the primary seller entity in 2011 
accounting for 3 of every 8 reported transactions. Inter-generational transfers of family holdings 
often lead to different needs such that selling of agricultural property is the most logical 
recourse. 
 The potential adjustment of federal estate tax provisions in 2013 (moving the current dollar 
value exemption from $5 million back down to $1 million) could lead to those involving larger 
estate settlements anticipating that change and deciding to sell their agricultural properties 
before 2013. This, in turn, could result in more land parcels being placed on the market later this 
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     Table 9.  Percent Distribution of Agricultural Real Estate Transactions in 2011 by Seller  














Out of State 
Resident 

























































State 10 14 38 22 8 8 
SOURCE: Based on 630 transactions which occurred across Nebraska during 2011 and reported in the 2012 UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate 
Market Developments Survey. 
 
 
2012 Cash Rental Market Conditions 
 
 2012 cash rental rates for the cropland classes rose sharply over previous year’s levels, largely 
due to record-breaking crop-sector returns in 2011 (Table 10). 
 UNL survey reporters indicated average cropland cash rental rates for 2012 generally being from 
15 to 20% higher than year-earlier levels.  
 Cash rental rates have been climbing steadily for the past few years as returns to agricultural 
production have risen.  
 Typically cash rental rates tend to lag and not lead real estate market value advances, thereby 
the fact that upticks in rental rates for 2012 are lower percentages than the record value 
advances seems reasonable.  
 A number of reasons exist why average cash rental rates tend to lag value advances exist: 
family-based rental arrangements, extended time periods (multi-years)  between re-negotiating 
the rate levels, lack of knowledge on part of the parties involved as to current market 
conditions, etc.  
 While lagging cash rental rates provide some relative economic advantage to tenants  during 
periods of upward rate advances, just the opposite occurs when farm income levels fall and 
negotiated rates reflect better times. This implies it is best for both parties (land owners and 
their tenants) to agree to keep their negotiated rates current and flexible enough to move 
appropriately in either direction.  
 Noteworthy is the range of cash rental rates between low-third quality and high-third quality of 
cropland classes, a reflection that perceived productivity differences are being considered in the 
negotiated rates.  
 Users of this cash rent information should be focusing primarily on the trends reflected in this 
data series (using the historical data series in Appendix Table 6 along with this table) and not 
necessarily on the dollar per-acre levels. As the ranges imply, there can be considerable 
differences in rates across perceived productivity differences. But rates can be quite variable 
from one local rental market to the next.  
Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Highlights 2011-2012 Page 13 
 For those interested in more details of the economics of leasing from both tenant and 
landowner perspectives, we recommend using the Farm Lease Calculator (an Excel spreadsheet  
diagnostics tool) available on our website:  http://agecon.unl.edu/resource/farmcalc.html 
 Pasture rental rates for 2012 also advanced over previous year’s levels, but at a lower 
percentage rate of gain than the cropland classes (Table 11).  
 On both a per-acre and a dollar per month basis the regional averages and ranges moved 
upward in 2012, reflecting return to profitability levels for the cattle economy in the last half of 
2011 as well as the rising demand for forage and range in the Northern Plains states  from 
cattlemen in the Southern Plains states facing severe drought conditions.     
 
Table 10.  Reported Cash Rental Rates for Various Types of Nebraska Farmland: 2012 Averages, 
Percent Change in Averages form 2011 and Ranges by Agricultural Statistics District.a   
Type of Land Agricultural Statistics District  
Northwest North Northeast Central East Southwest South Southeast 
                              - - - - - - - - -- - --- - - - - - - - - - Dollars Per Acre - - - - - - -- - - - - - -  - - - - - - - - -  
Dryland Cropland: 
Average .........................  
% Change ......................  
High ..............................  

































Gravity Irrigated Cropland: 
Average .........................  
% Change ......................  
High ..............................  

































Center Pivot Irrigated Croplandc 
Average .........................  
% Change ......................  
High ..............................  


































Average .........................  
% Change ......................  
High ..............................  


































SOURCE:  Reporters’ estimated cash rental rates (both averages and ranges) from the 2012 UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market  
Developments Survey. 
b
 Insufficient number of reports. 
c
Cash rents on center pivot land assumes landowners owns total irrigation system  
 
DISCLAIMER:  Cash rental rates provided in this table and in the Historical Cash Rent Series in Appendix Table 6 should be used as indicators of 
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Table 11.     Reported Cash Rental Rates for Pasture on a Monthly Rate Basis for 2012: Averages and 
Ranges by Agricultural Statistics District.a          
Type 
 
Agricultural Statistics District  
Northwest North Northeast Central East Southwest South Southeast 
  - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - -  Dollars Per  Month - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - -   
Cow-Calf Pair Rates c 
Average .......................... . 
  
Range: High …………..  .......     


































Stocker (500-600 lb) Rates:          
Average .......................... . 
 





































SOURCE:  Reporters’ estimated cash rental rates (both averages and ranges) from the 2011 UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market  
                    Developments Survey. 
b
 Insufficient number of reports. 
c
 A cow-calf pair is typically considered to be 1.25 to 1.30 animal units (animal unit being 1,000 lb. animal).  However, this can vary depending     
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a
 SOURCE: Farm Real Estate Historical Series Data:  1950-92, USDA, Economic Research Service, Sta. Bul. No. 855, May 1993 and earlier reports  as 
well as recent electronic issues annually by Economic Research Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture.  
b










USDA Average Value/Ac. 
For Nebraska 
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 Price Deflator  



























































































































































































































































































































































USDA Average Value/Ac. 
For Nebraska 
 
1st Quarter GDP 
 Price Deflator  











































































































































 Revised from series reported in earlier reports.  Refers to year ending March 1 for years prior to 1976; year ending February  1 for years 1976-1981; 
year ending April 1 for years 1982-1985; year ending February 1, 1986-1989; year ending January 1, 1990-1994; mid-year 1995-1997, and year ending 
January 1, 2000. 
b
 Computed by dividing the USDA average value per acre by the 1st Quarter GDP Price Deflator (2000 = 100) and multiplying by 100. 
c
 A positive value entry in this column represents a real increase in asset value for the year (i.e., the rate of land value appreciation exceeded the general 
rate of inflation for the U.S. economy).  Conversely, a negative value entry represents a real decrease in asset value.  
d







 February 1 estimates reported in the UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments surveys: revised series, 6/09. 
b
 Computed by dividing the average value per acre by the 1st Quarter Gross Domestic Price (GDP) Deflator and multiplying by 100. 
c
 Pivot not included in per acre value. 
d
 Deflated all land average based on the UNL Nebraska survey series and will not correspond directly with the USDA series 







Appendix Table 3. Nominal and Deflated Agricultural Land Values by Selected Types of Land in Nebraska, 


























































































































































































































































































































































































































Appendix Table 4. Average Reported Value of Nebraska Farmland for Different Types of Land by 




























- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - Dollars Per Acre - - - - - - - -  -  - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  
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Appendix Table 4. Average Reported Value of Nebraska Farmland for Different Types of Land by 
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  658 
  563 
  507 
425 
  312 
  285 
  310 
  376 
 
565 
  533 
  535 
  462 
  441 
340 
  300 
  250 
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  975 
  911 
746 
  598 
  567 
  646 
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767 
  880 
  833 
  680 
  638 
486 
  367 
  325 
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 February 1st estimates reported in the annual UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments Surveys. 
b
 Pivot not included in per acre value. 
c
 Weighted average based upon acreage in each land type. 
d
 All land average for state may not conform to USDA series due to different acreage weighting.  In addition, the USDA series i ncludes farm 
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 Source: UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments Surveys. 
b Pivot not included in per acre value.
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 Reporter=s annual estimates of cash rental rates in the annual UNL Nebraska Farm Real Estate Market Developments Survey Series.  
b
 Insufficient number of reports.  
c 
A cow-calf pair is typically considered to be 1.25 to 1.30 animal units.  However, this can vary depending on weight of cow and age of calf.   
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